The aim of our article (Deharveng et al, 1999) was primarily to estimate the magnitude of heterogeneity of nutrient values between the tables available in the nine European countries participating in EPIC. Secondly, we intended to evaluate the potential sources of nutrient values for the compilation of a standardized food composition table. We included the publication`Carotenoid Content in Fruits and Vegetables Frequently Consumed in Spain (Ecarot)' (Olmedilla et al, 1996) in our inventory of food composition tables because of the general lack of speci®c carotenoid values for a wide range of foods in Euopean food composition tables and because this booklet contains a lot of very interesting and valuable data on speci®c carotenoids. We are fully aware that it is not strictly speaking a food composition table because the only nutrients listed are carotenoids in fruits and vegetables, but we wanted to give credit to the work done by Olmedilla et al to assemble these data. As their publication does not have an ISBN number, we could have simply mentioned their sources of data. In general, food composition tables in Europe are published by the institute which was scienti®cally in charge of their preparation. This rule was applied to all tables. Because of its particularity, we used the publication by Olmedilla et al almost exclusively in the section on carotenoids.
Concerning the speci®c comments on the content of our article, we would like to clarify each of them:
Retinol equivalent (RE) Ð most food composition tables listing carotenoid fractions of fruits and vegetables express them in beta-carotene equivalents, some in betacarotene equivalents and in RE. E-carot is, however, the only publication stating the carotenoid fractions of fruits and vegetables solely in RE, and not in beta-carotene equivalent like the other tables. This is what we wanted to express with our comment. We are fully aware that some carotenoids have vitamin A activity (although the majority do not), that in most developing countries their contribution to vitamin A activity is essential, and that they can be expressed in RE. In any case, it is only a mathematical exercise to transform RE into beta-carotene equivalents, so this issue should not be a major point of disagreement.
Carotenoids Ð we should of course have used the term carotenoids' in our paper instead of`carotenes', as both groups, carotenes and xanthophylls, contribute to carotenoids. We apologize for this negligence in the terminology, which is partly due to the fact that the terms`carotene fractions' and`carotenes' are still in use in food composition tables, being a relic of the older analytical methods which detected only carotenes.
HPLC techniques Ð we are aware that major improvements were made to HPLC techniques throughout the 1980s and 1990s in four main ®elds:
1. Extraction, recovery, saponi®cation of carotenoids (Hart & Scott, 1995) .
2. The number of separated and analysed carotenoids has increased (eg lutein and zeaxanthin are no longer grouped). Detection limits have been lowered and columns substantially improved. Our unit has contributed to this methodological development with the publication of a new HPLC method for carotenoid analysis in blood (Steghens et al, 1997) . 3. Since measurements have been speeded up, more analyses and more repeat analyses are feasible, which should in principle make them more comparable. 4. Through the use of standard references and inter-laboratory trials, data from different laboratories can be compared.
We agree that an arbitrary time limit of`®ve years' is too sharp and should be replaced by`recent years'. We also agree that the application of newer HPLC techniques does not necessarily generate better data. But we think that Olmedilla and Granado will agree that the above-mentioned improvements in HPLC techniques and international inter-laboratory collaboration are likely to improve the quality of data on carotenoids (and other fat-soluble vitamins), if the foods have been sampled properly. Assessment of nutrient intake Ð food composition tables state average values normally re¯ecting the frequency of consumption and the nutrient composition of the food throughout the year. It is practically impossible to state different values for the same food according to the origin, variety, ripeness, storage and post-harvest time. Additionally, if these data became available in food composition tables, it would be very dif®cult to match them with the foods reported by study subjects, as they are not usually able to describe foods in such detail. We fully agree that nutrient intake estimates would be more accurate if the wide variation in the nutrient content of foods could be taken into account individually. This could be done only by analysing all foods consumed by study subjects, which is not possible in any epidemiological study on diet and health. We therefore decided to compile an ad hoc food composition table, which will be standardized in terms of de®nition, analytical methods, units and modes of expression of the nutrients. We intend to include country-speci®c nutrient values as much as possible in order to re¯ect the variation in nutrient contents in foods between countries. It should also be borne in mind that carotenoid values are scarce and not available for every food in every country. Values therefore have to be borrowed from other countries, and it is dif®cult to evaluate whether and to what extent this procedure increases inaccuracy in epidemiological studies. We think that standardized food composition tables, where systematic bias has been minimized, will improve the comparability of the estimated nutrient intakes across countries so that pooled statistical analyses can be performed. It is certain that errors in the standardized food composition 
